It is said that the spectators who choose to sit as close to the screen as possible are children and movie buffs.
Roland Barthes, "Leaving the Movie Theater"
arthes's famously backhanded eulogy to cinemagoing has a touchstone status in discussions of cinephilia despite its author's self-identifi cation as a noncinephile, best expressed in his admission that "whenever I hear the word cinema, I can't help thinking hall, rather than fi lm."
2 Along with Christian Metz's Imaginary Signifi er, it marks the moment of a powerful disavowal of cinephilia upon which the infl uential strand of fi lm theory, dubbed "psychosemiotics" by Thomas Elsaesser, established itself.
3 One of the ways in which this disavowal was couched was in the association of cinephilia with infantile enthusiasm, with childhood. In this essay I will examine the pairing in order to explore the historical self-consciousness that underpins the current rejuvenation of interest in cinephilia. Victor Erice's The Spirit of the Beehive (El espíritu de la colmena, 1973) is an ideal fi lm to facilitate my examination for a number of reasons. It is a fi lm that can be seen to be concerned with the "childhood" of cinephilia. As a fi lm that looks back to the childhood experience of cinema in 1940s Spain from the historical perspective of the mid-1970s-that is, at the moment of fi lm theory's disavowal of cinephilia-it speaks of and to successive generations of cinephilia. And, in the thirty-plus years since its release, the fi lm now resonates anew in its fascination with-and remarkable representation of-a recurrent motif in my reconsideration of cinephilia: the "epiphanic moment" of spectatorship. Erice has described the moment I will examine in The Spirit of the Beehive as "the best . . . most important . . . most essential" moment he has captured on fi lm in his long but intermittently productive career. 4 In terms of duration it is indeed only a moment, lasting just a few seconds in a scene a little over two minutes long. The scene shows a sixyear-old girl, Ana (Anna Torrent), watching her fi rst fi lm, an experience so overwhelming that she subsequently interprets the world around her through this encounter with cinema. The world into which she carries this experience is that of Spain in 1940, with the country in the midst of civil war. Ana lives in an isolated Castilian village with her parents and her older sister Isabel (Isabel Telleria), and The Spirit of the Beehive opens on the day a mobile cinema arrives to project a fi lm for the villagers, James Whale's 1931 Frankenstein. It is at this screening that we are fi rst introduced to Ana and Isabel.
"Les Enfants et les Cinéphiles": The Moment of Epiphany in
At the heart of this scene is the moment in question. Ana's small, grave face concentrates on the scenes from Frankenstein being projected in which a little girl, Maria (Marilyn Harris), plays by a river. The creature emerges from the riverside bushes and Maria responds guilelessly to his appearance, handing him some fl owers, which together they toss onto the river to see them fl oat. As Frankenstein holds a fl ower in his coarse hands and, imitating Maria, raises it to his nose to smell it, we see Ana's reaction. Suddenly, she sits up in her seat and leans forward, enraptured at the spectacle she is witnessing. Opening her mouth slightly, she seems to shape a word to herself and then leans back. The light of the screen shines in her eyes. Put neutrally, we see what Frankenstein shows and Ana's reaction to it. Put more expressively-and with greater fi delity to the moment of Ana's reaction as captured by Erice-we don't see what she sees, but her seeing it. We watch Ana's face itself becoming a screen upon which the external signs of an internal epiphany are being played out, a revelation the child will carry into the world beyond the cinema.
The fi lm integrates both the moment in Frankenstein that elicits Ana's reaction and Erice's recording of the moment of her reaction. At one level, there is the fi lm being responded to (a classic horror movie from early 1930s Hollywood) and the spectator responding (a seven-year-old actress in the early 1970s who had never seen the fi lm before, playing a girl of the same age in the 1940s who has never seen any fi lm). At another level, there is the detail that triggers Ana's astonishment, Maria offering Frankenstein a fl ower, and the moment of An(n)a's reaction captured by Erice as real, where the boundaries between Anna the actress and Ana the character dissolve. In The Spirit of the Beehive, then, the dimension of the "cinephilic moment" is here doubled.
What does the idea of the "cinephilic moment" designate? Why choose this term over others such as shot, scene, or sequence? Precisely because it points to a dimension of the spectator's reaction that is seen as escaping these recognizable, regulated units of cinematic grammar. The moment may ultimately reside within some combination of them but is irreducible to them. As Paul Willemen says, "what is being seen is in excess of what is being shown."
5 He goes on to describe the cinephilic moment as "not choreographed for you to see. . . . It is produced en plus, in excess or in addition, almost involuntarily." 6 Willemen's defi nition appears to disqualify this moment in The Spirit of the Beehive, inasmuch as it is "choreographed." Yet, when one considers how this scene was shot, another dimension emerges. Erice has described the scene as follows:
Paradoxically, it was fi lmed in a completely documentary style. It's the only shot fi lmed with a handheld camera. Luis Cuadrado shot it sitting on the fl oor in front of Anna as I supported his back. He captured Anna in the act of discovering-it was an actual screening. She was really seeing the movie. He captured her reaction to the encounter between the monster and the little girl. So it was an unrepeatable moment, one that could never be "directed." That's both the paradox and the wonder of cinema. If we think a bit about this fi lm, it was made with a very premeditated style. Nevertheless, what I consider the most essential moment of the fi lm is a moment that goes beyond all that formal planning.
7
The split between a premeditated and quasi-documentary style of shooting is visible in the scene, which was shot with two cameras from four different angles. An establishing shot of the interior of the makeshift cinema initially presents a side view of the audience, the lights dimmed and the projector's beam visible. There follows a series of shots in which the fi lm on-screen is shown from the audience's point of view. The "moment" itself is bracketed by a pair of nonhandheld shots, the framing static and at the audience's eye level, in which Ana and Isabel look up and off to the right of the frame. However, Ana's astonished reaction is recorded from a setup in which she is shown raptly gazing up and off to the left of the frame (the camera has an evident handheld tremor). We barely notice that the 180 degree axis has been jumped. The heart of the scene is the child's moment of spontaneous amazement around which everything else coalesces. But while we may not be aware of the breach of classical continuity editing, this transgression is itself in keeping with the eruptive quality of Ana's reaction, as though a rigid shot/counter-shot correspondence between spectator and screen cannot contain or adequately express what passes from one to the other.
Erice describes this moment as "the crack through which the aspect of fi lm that records reality bursts through into every kind of fi ctional narrative."
8 In this respect, The Spirit of the Beehive corresponds to a further defi nition of the "moment." As Christian Keathley puts it, "The cinephiliac moment is the site where this prior presence, this fl eeting experience of the real, is felt most intensely or magically."
9 Mary Ann Doane also notes that "rarely does cinephilia fasten onto a cinematic technique such as a pan or a dissolve. . . . [W]hat is visible but not shown must be a function of the indexicality of the medium."
10 Erice succeeded here in capturing something rarely shown on 6 Ibid.
7 The Footprints of a Spirit. fi lm-the natural, unforced moment of a spectator's response to cinema's revelation of the "real" beneath the "fi ctional." It is worth restating how the moment is doubled in this scene. For it is not so much in Frankenstein that this aspect of cinema emerges but in Ana's reaction to it-the revelation of cinema's potential to disclose something real is conveyed, transmuted via the screen of Ana's face. This is an image of spectatorship of a particular kind, which underlies a certain vision of cinephilia and is expressed here in its most raw, fundamental, and childlike form. Spanish critic Marcos Uzal sums this up when he remarks on how Ana's "reactions touch us as if she was the fi rst spectator and cinema was being reborn through her."
11
Ana's reactions express an aspect of the cinephilic moment that Willemen discusses in terms of "excess," examined in terms of the theologically informed discourse of "epiphany" and "revelation" that derives from the highly prevalent Catholic infl uence in postwar French fi lm criticism:
What is important is that they [cinephiles] dig up moments which can only be seen as designating, for those people, something in excess of the representation. . . . And these moments show you where the cinematic institution itself vacillates, where it might tip over or allow you a glimpse of the edge of its representation.
12
Once identifi ed, this excess is related to a mysterious dimension of spectatorship designated as the "elsewhere" or "beyond" of cinematic representation: "[T]he fi lm allows you to think or to fantasise a 'beyond' of cinema, a world beyond representation which only shimmers through in certain moments of the fi lm. Where you see it shimmering is largely, but not exclusively, up to you. The cinephiliac claim is that cinema can do this."
13 Keathley notes more recently how fi lm studies has traditionally tended to subordinate such moments of textual excess to cinema's narrative imperative, citing David Bordwell's defi nition of moments of excess as "whatever cannot be assigned meaning or relevance in relation to the broadest sense of a fi lm's narrative. This excess includes 'colors, expressions and textures' that 'become "fellow travelers" of the story.'" 14 However, this general dichotomy between narrative and that enigmatic substance "excess"-which is disciplined by narrative and yet supplementary to it-has a particular place in cinephilic spectatorship, according to Willemen:
[I]n order for notions of revelation and excess to happen, to be noticeable at all, they have to be demarcated or demarcatable, in some sense, from what else is happening in the fi lm. So it is no accident, indeed it is highly necessary, that cinephilia should operate particularly strongly in relation to a form of cinema that is perceived as being highly coded, highly commercial, formalised and ritualised. For it is only there that the moment of revelation or excess, a dimension other than what is being programmed, becomes noticeable. 14 Keathley, Cinephilia and History, 32.
15 Willemen, "Through the Glass Darkly," 238.
The "highly coded" narration referred to here is that of classical Hollywood cinema, and in this regard Willemen isolates the examples of Fritz Lang and Jacques Tourneur. However, if we recall Erice's observation about the "highly premeditated" way The Spirit of the Beehive was shot, then a similar degree of codifi cation can be said to apply to Erice's fi lm, albeit within the different aesthetic procedures of modern European cinema. To further examine the relationship between narrative and excess enshrined in the cinephilic moment, and in order to delineate the utopic dimension of the "beyond" it gives onto, it is worth reconsidering Ana's epiphany. Vicky Lebeau describes Ana as "the very symbol of how a child's passion for fi lm is caught up into the work of making sense of the world, its terrible violence."
16 Discussing the fi gure of the child in early cinema, particularly in the genre of "Child Pictures" in Victorian cinema, she asks: " [ In the evolution from cinématographe to cinema, the question was "how to turn that excess of the visual to the purposes of narrative," says Lebeau:
Cue the child. On the initial evidence of the child pictures, Victorian cinema began to bind that excess of the visual through the image of the child, investing the child as spectacle at the same time as it drew on the stories, and values, attached to children and childhood. . . . Cinema will use the image of the child to secure its appeals to verisimilitude, to the uncontrived, even haphazard, recording of life as it passes before the camera.
18
In certain respects, Ana too fulfi lls the function Lebeau identifi es in early cinema, whereby the child serves both to incarnate the unruly polysemy of the image and to bind it to narrative. But this is not all Ana does. She also foregrounds cinema's residual capacity, associated with its own infancy, to produce an excess which escapes the strictures of narrative in undisciplined sparks of signifi cation. And at the moment she senses, then sees that capacity in Frankenstein, Ana embodies it for Erice, for the fi lm, perhaps even for Spain. What escapes from the narrative of Frankenstein, via Ana, into The Spirit of the Beehive forms the major coordinates of its narrative. One fi lm begets the other through the ramifi cations of Ana's cinephilic epiphany.
In this transmutation from the detail that provokes Ana's reaction to the moment of the reaction itself, Erice displaces attention away from the fugitive particular to what comes after the encounter with it. The fi lm thus becomes an allegory of the aftereffects of cinephilic spectatorship. Miriam Hansen observes that what is at stake in such moments is the possibility of a "split-second meaninglessness" which acts as "the placeholder of an otherness" beyond understanding, wherein the particular and the detail "precipitate processes in the viewer that may not be entirely controlled by the fi lm." This is a striking description of what happens to Ana. The fi gure of Frankenstein becomes Ana's "placeholder of an otherness," and the fi lm presents her with numerous other beings whose "monstrousness" hinges on their equivocal relationship to life and death: her father, fi rst seen as a strange fi gure attired in his beekeeping outfi t, who lectures his daughters on the perils of poisonous mushrooms; "Don José," the anatomy-lesson mannequin to which Ana symbolically adds eyes; the doomed fugitive freedom fi ghter whom Ana attends to; and, ultimately, Frankenstein himself, whose appearance to Ana (in a dream or hallucination) is the answer in the world to her earlier epiphany in the cinema. Ana's narrative trajectory describes the interpenetration of fi lm and world and gestures toward that dimension Willemen refers to as a "beyond" of cinema. One may therefore regard The Spirit of the Beehive as a chronicle of the child's newly sparked imaginative engagement with the world through cinema. Indeed, Marcos Uzal likens Ana to the children of Italian neorealist cinema who "see more than they know what to do with" and for whom the cinema "is a means not to forget the world around them (ruined by war and fascism) but to reinvent it, to raise it to the level of fi lms and dreams."
20
It would be wrong to dismiss this statement in terms of mere escapism, with cinema being seen simply as a refuge from the world. Whatever else it was, fi rst-phase postwar cinephilia must be regarded as a generation's response to the shock in childhood of the simultaneous experiences of war and cinema-a response which subsequently comes to be culturally formalized fi rst through a set of viewing practices, then through writing and fi lmmaking. This particular historical confl ation of cinema and childhood informs a major strand of postwar European cinephilia, which one fi nds frequently in writing on this period. French art critic Jean-Louis Schefer captures it well when he recalls not the fi lms seen in childhood but "the fi lms that saw our childhood," a forceful inversion Serge Daney was also fond of invoking.
21 Born in 1940, Erice is also of this generation and has written about the abiding association of cinema with a wartime childhood:
It is, in some way, inevitable. Since that single history, that of cinema and the twentieth century, is confused, irremediably, with our own biography. I am referring to the people of my generation, born in the time of silence and ruin that followed our civil war. Orphans, real or symbolic, were adopted by cinema. It offered us an extraordinary consolation, a sense of belonging to a world: precisely that which, paradoxically, Communication, in its present state of maximum development, does not offer.
22
Apart from the explicitly utopian register of Erice's description of cinema providing "a sense of belonging to a world"-a world defi ned neither by war nor by Spain's own protracted experience of fascism-there is a further dimension to this generation's formative encounter with cinema. For Erice, as for Daney, Schefer, and many others, cinema alone offered such "extraordinary consolation," inasmuch as it was not yet just another node in an undifferentiated image world. The historically specifi c nature of this encounter with cinema underwrites The Spirit of the Beehive, and Ana remains its incarnation. If the cinephile can be considered a "child of cinema"-Daney, for example, christened himself a "ciné-fi ls," or "son of cinema"-then Ana further embodies this fi liation as, like Erice himself, one of the symbolic orphans that cinema "adopted."
23
The Spirit of the Beehive has continued resonance for current discussions of "postfi lmic" cinephilia thanks also to a relatively little-known recent work by Erice. In 2006, he made La morte rouge, a thirty-two-minute digital video essay that clearly reveals the autobiographical dimensions of his fi rst fi lm. 24 In this work, Erice recollects his fi rst experience of cinema when, as a fi ve-year-old, he accompanied his older sister to a San Sebastian cinema named the Kursaal to watch a Sherlock Holmes spin-off thriller, The Scarlet Claw (Roy William Neill, 1944). He describes himself as having been of an age when "fi ction and reality were the same thing," just as they are for Ana. 25 For both, the early experience of cinema represents an "episode of initiation" provoked by a fi lm whose "scariness spread forth beyond the screen, prolonging its echo in the atmosphere of a devastated society." 26 La morte rouge, then, reveals Ana in The Spirit of the Beehive to be the fi lmmaker's own gender-shifted infant surrogate. What both fi lms have in common in bringing their cinephilic concerns up to date is an emphasis on the changing spaces of cinema and, therefore, of cinephilia.
The cinema in The Spirit of the Beehive, the site of Ana's epiphany, was modeled on the mobile projections of the 1940s, makeshift affairs to which villagers brought their own seats, and a similar detail is also present in La morte rouge. The Kursaal Cinema, where Erice had his formative encounter with The Scarlet Claw, was housed in a building that had formerly been a casino; when gambling was outlawed, it was "converted into a refuge of shadows . . . giving it a life of dreams." 27 In his commentary and in the numerous shots of the Kursaal's grand, ghostly interior draped with dustsheets, Erice intimates a provisional and mutable cinema, one that has now come to occupy another space for which it was not originally intended. The fi lm, after all, was commissioned for and shown as part of a major art installation, Correspondances: Erice-Kiarostami, in which the Spanish director was brought together with a kindred spirit, the Iranian fi lmmaker Abbas Kiarostami. 28 A more culturally elevated site than the casino or village hall, no doubt, the museum's integration of cinema has signifi cant repercussions for "postfi lmic" cinephilia. And the spatial shift alluded to in La morte rouge points to the potential for new epiphanies, future forms of cinephilia, other Anas yet to come.
